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There are two themes<hat I would like to develop with you tonight. They,

e

both relate to the languagé Uset s*talent—for—ixnguisticﬁlnnovation._ One -is the'. s

nature_oﬁ language knowledge, and the manner in which children come to acquire

~ i - ‘ - N ¢ ; " e
‘this -knowledge. The.creative aspect of language, learning and language use has
. . Ty ’

P

8

‘been emphasized in muchof recent ps cholinguisiiq work, and I will QOﬁs;der some
_ educational implications of th&s eri?\gﬁégggted by ‘the regognition of the ch@ld'

as innovator i@Jthe task of language acﬁuisiqidn. ;The second topic thaE_I will .
Wvdfscuss has to do with enéouraging childrén—fo use their c;eapivé tendencies when
’ § . ; . . .
'they cometto the second large 1inguis&ic taskfof Ehg;r young 1?Ves, 1éa;ning to‘
_read. Some rafhg; infr;gqing'regent é@idenée indicates that‘tﬂéré are qhildrén' :
* who wrate before th;y réad; who;compose.wbrds and més;ages in their own inventédK.

L]

spellings as a first step in dealing with the printed word. This ability, which at

A
- Pe

. first appears rather remafkable, is, I think, quite 5\natural ability when- we

take a closef look. Tonpight I'd 11ke to .explore the potential of this idea’ =-

L °

; - —_—
) of encouraglng children to write before they read, iﬁ“keéping—with~their~predispo:mﬂ_h”u“

g
v

L sition for linguistic creativity,

_ P - . - = ¢ ~
: + One of the more interesting aspe&%s of language that is emphasized in'current

linguistic work is the fact that speakers of a language produceJénd understand
sehtencgs they have never heard before. The sentence you dre listening to right

2 B .
- = . « . N . B [ 4

no&, or the bpening sentence of any article in this morning's New York 'Times. is
' one that yow may never have heard, but you are able to recognize it ‘as a grammatical

sentence of English. .In fact, for any sequence of words that one might .care to

devise, speakers can recognize whether or -not the sequence constitutes a sentence
. . . ) \

in their langdage. This creative 'aspect of language use rests on the fact that

. .
R . o . .

« [ - ¢ . .
what' we have learned’and know .are not the,actual senterices of our language, but

o’ - 1]
.

' rather the system of rules,for making sentenced. Clearly when we speak we do not
* g et

! ;draw ‘from a memoriied list of all possible sentences in English The major portion

| Ven

. . . a
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of language ugage consists of sentences that ‘have never been uttéered before. We
ao ¢« )
make thém up asbwe go along., We innovate, aceording to rules for sentence forma-
« R = - N

tion that we hold im common with—other—speakers—of. the language. -

s . . . . i

Our knouledge of thése rules is of course implicit. ‘Wé are not aware of \
3 L4 - . . N [}

them, and nd one has taught ‘them to us. Yet we speak and understany in accordance .
with them, and -they account for our ability to fnterpret annd produce novel utterandes.
B h -3 . LI - I . . ) ]
Some examples of the kinds of rules that we apply in interpreting sentences >
. 1 L~ N 7 . »

will help to illustrate thé automatic nature of these rules. Much of the time

they are extremely subtle and complex. For example, in order té understand a

sentence, a listener must often supply info¥mation that is missing from the sen-

LI .

tence. -In the sentence Mary 'wants -to sing, there is no subject 'expressed for the

. v . -

verb sing, but clearly we know that the implied subject is Mary. Similarly, in
Q

Mary wants John to 81ng, we understand John to be the implied subJect of s1 g.

Although there are now two nouns in the sentence, narg,and John, both'able to,

function semantically as subJect of sing, we have no trouble identifying John as

T T e e e e Y B

< ?

i

the intended subJect. This ie so obvious as to. seem not' even-worthy- oﬁwcomment,l.

- -

-

But on further conéideratioq, it becomes evident that in. order to perform this

+

seemingly s1mple operation we must know very spécifically where to look for the

.

'

.
4 v

. ' intended subject. ;or a1though the above examples might suggest that, we look to

‘the noun most c108ely preceding the verb in question," this technique will not

always work. Consider the sentence John convinced Mary, agginst the %ishes of her ;

©

mother, to move in with him. Who is to move in? Although Mother is the closest

preceding noun, it is Mary who is to move in with John. Or take the two contrasting

. ) § “a
sentences . L U
»John encouraged Mary to.play the® piano.
John was‘encouraged by Mary to piay the piano.

4 . -

In the first, Mary is to play, an \in the second, John. Although the two nouns
\ o : ’ )
o ) \‘ -



room, and Cinderella promised her .sisters to clean her room, Who is to clean
_— : -+ : : —— -

Y, 14 ¢
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Jechn and Mary occur in the same order in both sentences, the subject of play is .
. ) . - SN

understood differently. ,Clearly sentence structure, and not just' the order in

*

which items otcur,,piays a crucial role in our choice of subjects that have been

Y »
- N

s
v

omitted fx('%%_ a sentence.
: 9

The picture, however, is still more complicated. For there are examples of

5
K}

sentenqes\w ich appear to be identical in structure., which nevertheless require

3 1
’

differing interpretafions. Consider Cin&erelia told her sisters to clean lker

-

2

A3 b
. .8
the room? In the: first ‘sentence, :the sisters, and in the second, Cinderella.

*

g -

s e . .
There are no-structural clues here in the form of these sentences.to_indicate this

.
.

différence. The distinction depends on the properties of the verbs.tell an&“promise,

and .we must have learned these special properties in order ‘to interpret .these
senterices correctly. . ‘ . .
) 4

. . ' :
Or consider I told him what to eat, and_ﬂgsked him what to eat. In the
= — } — .

first, I told him what he should eat, and in the secend, I asked him what i_shog;d
- G, ® -

eat. We aésign different subjects to the verb eat in the two cases, although

e

!

‘me€aning, and we_do not attend to the structure of the message. Lo

again there is no structural difference appareﬁt“in—the~form—o£—theseNsentenge§4_*_m_*_“_
. ) M.

. L

It is- becauselye know the properéi?é of the verbs ask and tell that we undefetgn&

'

these ‘two sentences diffefently. . v, .

- [

These examples of some of‘the’opera;ionSwthat we perform‘in understanding .

sentences help to éing out the intricecgbs of the grammatical operations themsélves,

'

and the entirely automatic way in which they function. We are certainly not aware
, s . ‘ R A
of'applying grammatical fules as we s;eak‘and listen to ethersb:bue the' evidence

is there tﬂat we do. We don't know the rules in any overt sense; but weFdo sehgve .
in accordence w;th them. The; operate automatically,‘so tg‘speek,‘withogt requiring

*
&

our’ attention. Urider the normal conditions, of language use our attention is on

@ »
=

. , . . .
-~ R R . A :
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° \ The interesting question, of course, is how children learnm grammatical ruies‘
- . * . : . - . :
. . i ' - s . . C e .
of this sort that adults use so naturally. They‘can't obser%e the rulegfdirectlya —

2
. = LS
. - s

ALl that the language 1earner has access to is the speech of others, which- results
) s
from the rules having been applied. This is to say that what the child has to

T ) 1earn is available only indirectly from experience, and must be constructed in
3 .
1arge\part by the child himself. ‘He has to learn it on his own. There has been
. .
.)an—increasiyg\awareness in recent years of just how much children bring to this

task by way of their own»mental'organization and innate human characteristics.

They are not 'taught' language in any formal sense, but acquire it naturally, in
~ . o . ) ) ‘ .
the course of maturing and developing in an' environment where they are adequately

e

exposed to it. They build grammatical rules from what they hear by a process of

3

active construcbion. The acquisition of language involves deveioping the rule

X system, restructuming Lt with: increased maturity -as -new: evidence is added, and-

Rt d PR 2 —

4' . .

‘eVﬁntually producing an 1nternalized grammar which . is in accord with the facts of

the. 1anguage. What the child needs from the environment is the raw material on

¢

which to work -- exposure to the 1anguage in meaningful§81tuations, useful commu-

»
¥

) nication, and attentiveness to “the task at hand, - - .

‘wh_ . N ’ . P R
" The child's Tole is—an-active.one, right from the start. His earliest -
) ' L} Al N i__h.-_“'—g—‘——..—i: -

»utterances, even,at the stage when he begins to put two words together to make
g o /

»

sentences, reflect his own. organization of the lingpistic material available. to

« him from his environment., They'are innovative and produced;according‘to rule.

- The child is not just repeating;fragmenta of sentences he has heard, but is.creatiné .

-
+

. . p ' v g y . . .
! his own sentences according to grammatical rules that he continually constructs and
]c d . _. . v . 4 .
< . revises. - | .
v 4 . . . A .
e A common sentence among beginning talkers, for example, is all gone juicey ’

[}

all ggne milk. These may well be imitations of the mother's speeTh. But a, child .

" at, this stage,~whose=hand”had jgat been washed, commented all gone'sticky. And‘ ot
: . T -{)(3 ) . f



" another child, when the front door of thevhouse was closed, cutting ©ff the view .

.

. . * . ) € -
to the out of doors,’ said all gone outside. These were innovations, not'repetitions.‘

At a slightly later stage, English speaking children all tend to construct thedir

z - 8

first negative sentences in* the same way, very different from what ‘they hear

1]

around them: no mommy go, no want mitten. The rule for forming negatives appears

) <. to‘be "Add no to the affirmative -sentence." ”And similarly-with children's first

Bquestﬁons. They all begin by simply'placing the question‘word at bhe'beginning' e

»

-of the sentence,'without altering anything else: what he wants? why she's crying}

These Sentences are interesting because there are no models for them in adult

- .
- V.

"speech. They E?n only .be interpreted as inventions which are a:consequencerof

-

a2 b

a child's own grampari .

»

¢ - * . . M . .
At about age 3, we easily observe the misuse of past tense forms., Allison drinked

it, but &he hated‘it but she‘drinked it anyWay.*, And a 3 year old girl asked, on

o

;;:if.ff“._idiscoveringHamdead~fly.1nia flower pot, "Mommy, what's that?" Her mother replied
- T e e e R 0 ‘—-—_—.,,._‘___ﬁ_" —— .
"That's a dead—fly, honey. To which the child” Tespotided, ''Who- deadediitf"* Or the--~—

.
3 1/2 year old boy who deScribed a nursery school episode of building a large block
strncture and then having to put the blocks away:_First we builded a boat and then

we unbuilded it. . ) H
7 . s L 3

w

3 LI [ .
__?_________k; The tendency to regulagize forms in this way is very strong.% Children work on. the
. - R ""\‘ . R - (Y :

m—— e - s ) ) - :
assumption that 1anguage is orde ~—Once_they construct rules from the evidence in
o » v

;speech that they hear, they proceed to apply the rules as widely as possib e,

Ay

regularized past tense forms are particularly informative‘because it turns«out that ;

» -
N

many children first use the correct forms of common irregular verbs: it -came off I

went out, it broke.' Presumably these are learned as individual vocabulary—items. Then
. g o - . . .

when just a few regular past 'tences are learn/ed, e.g., walked, helped, suddenly the

’ N ’ ’ . i ‘e - o N .
" child begins to say It comed. off, I goed ‘out, it breaked. Fapiliar forms which had

3 -

~

" been used, practiced and p— e ——= —————— — e ————

. . -
-----———--—————-—-— -

*Examples from their children s speech provided by Sally Shoemaker and Tim O'Connor.

t
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‘presumably reinforced for several months are driven out of the child's 'speech and

Py .
..
E . Y

replaced by forms he has never heard., The psycholinguist Dan Slobin has -used. the

%

- term 1nflectional 1mperialism' to describe this phenomenon of regu@@r forms dr1v1ng
out’irregular‘forms. It‘s.a good example ofva‘fundamental‘principle of.language .
; . Lo . - . " . s .
,deyelopqent§ look for regul?rities3=construct rules, then;gpply'them wherever you can..
An.interestinﬁ exanple of an invented plural is another cafe in poi@tf' A -

. child at the two and- three word sentence stage-plcked up -one of-his pacifiers;and
- - started to put it in his mouth. '"No," he was told, "th&t's a dirty pacifier."
] . . . y -

"Dirty j)aci-fi,er,ﬁ he reéeated. He picked up another one.. Again he was itold, "No, -

that one's dirty too." |At this point, a pacifiet in each hand, he lookéd £rom one

é;,l to the othér. "Two pacifiers," he said. "Two dirties pacifiers." -This was nice
- l.g' ;f: * ' -~ : | . ’ ¢ . -
';#jla going. After all,, how.was he to know that the ldnguage he was learning wds pot

e L]

going to be one:that.places plural markers on its adjectives as well 4s its nouns?

X . ? Any parent of-a young child can produce many such exapoles of linguistic{.
inventions day?by da;.$:rhey arewcharming, of course,. but the lesson they contain o
“{s a serious one “for investigatorsaof childtlanguage and for those of us who are —

PEN

e e

e A

involved with the language ﬁevelopment of children of school age. It is that the
LI , * \
essence of language learning and use is creative, not imitative. Language learners

mist first construct the rules by which the} will speak and undérstand, and then

5
.

*

put them to use in producing and.understanding novel utterances.,

.", In young children it' is often relatively easy to -trace aspects of the rules -
;Zéj ﬁ&zxﬁégzvqyjz'
they use—and-the changes they undergo._ The child who formerly said t .

. W "‘5 5‘(\0 (V] ‘ - g
*now says wha::L—hecwanl J He. has learned to add a rule 1o .3_ ng-word order when

. . -

« S

olacing a question word at the beginning of ghé sentence. But'what ahout'children

-

.
B o N

" of elementary schpol age? Their speech no longer presents us with easy evidence . .
-of rule change. My own work has been’involved with the kinds of grammatichl rule

changes that wake place in children from ages.5 to 10. igterestingly enough, the
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evidence shows that the natural procegs of acquisition so readily observable in* .
. - . ! v ¢ . -
S . . . .= - - ‘.
< very young children continues actively into the school years. . ’

’

]
-0

<

t E sﬁow significant diffé%encés between*the 6 year old's inperpreéations and- adult o

i

. . four or five years. The; stages found in the interVening years reveal, an interesting

-

and orderly picture of gradual acquisition.

-

Although'by%agey6 5r~sg the major portion

t111 remain to bé acquired. rExpérimepts'which,deal

iterpretations. The gradual reduction of

. all seem to pass “through ‘the same stages of development,

7 .

1

-

3

-

has alreaa& been accomplished, there’are agpects of the grammar.of'Engiish thaﬂ

. f

i ) :
of the ‘task of language acquisition
] .

with ch¥ldren's comprehension

-
Y

- &

f a variety of  complex gtructures; like the promise and -ask exémples~cited'earlier,

- - B
-

' J D

. . . - . . . - * % M - ’
children's ability’to interpret constructions correctly- ircreases. over the next e
. . : ‘ . b, .

» A ~
- R .
.

. .
.

r : S * . R ‘...
The nature -of language lqarq}yg seems to continue much. the same after agg.6 c e
as during the éarly.years, though natdrally at a much slower pace. Although we

observe considefab}e variation ih'age of acquisition in differeng children, they

*

IS

- age. children give evidence of‘thiqksame phenomenon ~- fhat %?nguistic deveLopméqg&q;»;;%

L] £ Y . !
* . et eiba e an e e =

. whetlter it occurs earlier
. - Y

v

0

”

or later, nevertheless proceeds al

1

these discrepancies can be tracdd as =

Botﬁ‘ﬁféschopl and school‘- -

k4

e

-

q
L4 e >
¢ s
v
.
s s oY

2

td

ong simiiar'pa;hs.

As an example, take the sentence citgd earlier, I asked him what to eat.

-
v ’
3 -

oy Its paraphra%é is_I asked him what I should eat. 'This is aiZﬁfﬁicult‘senEence for
a

‘ B many children, who interpret it to.mean I asked him what he was going to eat.

¥

. They are wo}king onvthe'hohel of 1 tpid him -what to eat, which does mean

.

I told him~
' what he should edt. The implied subject.of eat is different in the two cases, and
. ' L ) . . : o ¢
), ] the.lafter sentence is easier because it fqlloés‘a more genera} rule of ﬁnglish for -~

" .

‘ . ,fiﬁdigg implied, subjects. 1 askefl him what to eat is an unusual case, which children

-

- - A @ Y

» * '..' -
. tend to learn late., This particular construction was one of a seriés of structures

which I examined in children from kindergarten tﬁrquh gréde-4, and it was qne.of

-

[y Y .

L ' thé‘Hardest..‘Nb‘kinde;gérten gﬁilaégﬁ“hﬁdefstoqd it gorrectly, in 2nd grade 30% = - _

. A




, Stages of development. . There is an order in ‘which complex constructions are

"e

'and exam1n1ng children 8 understanding of them through psycholinguistic eXperimen—

i of ind1v1dpal variation, 1o) that some children of 9 172 or 10 were two or even three

¥ oy,

Tt is,apparently'ncver leirned by some individuals.

for what it indicates about' the tiﬂing of language learning.

succeeded with it, and in 4th grade, 70%Z. By using a variety of such constiuctions;

- R '
. . Ce ..
tation, 1t is poss1ble to analyze children s linguistic progtess into distinct

]
~ ]

P
. .
° . .
< . . . - e -

The range of ages at each linguistfc stage is considerable.

learned, and a child whose language .is: examined is fbund to.be at a particular

point along. the way.
. N .y
s

in dur data, for examole, we idEntified'five su}h stages, Although the general

.,/ . A v

pattern is one of gmadual 1mprove?ent with 1ncrease in age, there is a high degree

.

In dur iéwest linguistic stage the chlldren werg 5°3/4 -

stages beh1nd others of age 7.

to 7 yedrs old in the highest stage, 7.1/2 to 9 l/2

0

age range, 5 3/4 to 10, make up the middle three sLages. . B

but children from-our entire

. . . e

. This particular construction,‘I asked-him.%hat to eat,,is interesting because

They contipue.to:intérpret :

@

-
)

* : \- " l ° "e K
it as meaning I asked him what he was going to eat into adulthood. In a subsequent
. = . « : e . L
- - - = -
experiment on' this same construction, a ngUp.of researchers at Tufts, University
. .

tested children of increasing age through high school ‘and ‘a group of college ;

- N

students as well They found that comprehension of this ask construction increased

v - - 3 [
steadily among their‘subJects up to age 12 or 13, after which no moreai.provement L

- ‘e 3

After age 13 70% of subjects in each age group, succeed with this
. e
The percentage does~notvincrease among adults. -‘This is interesting -

Ye know, ﬁor‘example, .

“took place.

constPuction.

. ] LAY

that for foreign language‘learning, adolescence 1§ something of a cutoff point. '

dhildren who mog&\into-a new language environment before adolesaence are much .more -
a . A . : . <@ o -
likely to acquire the new- language with~native proficiency’than those who enter ‘the *

" ~ §

few 1anguage enwironment as adults. What the evidence jyst cited suggests is- thab .

?

-

this language flexibility may apply to one's native language as well .There may-l-ii




a ™ ¥

be compie*iaspects of one s native:language that must be learned before adolescence if *

)

9 -
they are tb be learned at all. if this is indeed the case, the importance of stimula-
o . . ] N
ting language development during the early school years takes on .an added diihension. .
L~ ) SN .

S— o e e s g

‘, ‘The important question, of course, is what in children s background and environ-

' ., . ’

s

. . . . . -
« ® Ax

ment is'relevant to thoir rate of language develdpment7 “In :the experiment mentioned -

above, we observed cons1derable variation in rate of linguistic progress. These ~
a. . L3

I .ﬁ K \ "

» .-children were from an«elementary sch lin a suburb of)Boston. The school is ,

-

‘»

LY

‘l pnimarily middle—class, but the childreh range in socioeconomic background frmn

. B
. - -~

working class to professional and academic families. ,In line with the view of ]

- . N . ’ »
N . . . . .. .

i 1 4 N . *
language, acquisition as a process of developing 4 rule system:based on evidence .

. . . . . W]
‘from the environment, I was interested in the extent of these children’s exposure

! B < -
.

** ... to“lagguage. In particular I was curious about their exposure to the written -
v . . .t > » " 7 .
. ’ 2 . . - . CEERN

language through reading or listening to bobks read aloud. -

0}

- -~ - - N
(3
u . e M . . .

. ’From.what'we know.bfxthe importance ofAlanguage‘exposure, it would seem likely

N

forsc¢hildren's independent reading (and listening) to have an impact on their'
iy o SN ) ’ ¢

*language de iopment. The written language, affer all, is potentially of a more}

complex hature than speech, both in‘vocabularvtand _syntax. The child who reads
o *

r listens d?'a'variety of rich and complex materials benefits from a range of -

4.

linguistic inputs that is unavailable to the non—literary child. Qne might expec:

this exposure to contribute to increased knowledge of .the lahguage, and.in fact N

the evidence does point in~this,directionlc The experimentalfresults contain some
rather intriguing indications that eiposure to the moretcomple& language évailable
from reading does go hand in harfd with a more mature.grasp of;the’grammar of énglibh.
- a
Many aspects oirreading exposure were ‘considered. .as I tried to get an inside -

- '

. * look at the private teading life of this group of children. I wanted to know what

" books arelread to them, what they read on their own,.how much time they Spend

o . reading or listening to books read aloud, what thef remember from past réading
- ) i - -~ . ’ ’ - ) o . .

experience. . e .- . o ot
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What I found was that many different measures 'of reading exposure corgelated

4

positively with linguistic stage, Very‘simply, the\children who were more. advanced .

. . . P - R . . T s GO

linguistically were the ones who readvmoxe widely or had more books ‘read to them. .
s A N _q [ . .

. y . -
procedural, the other of éducational relevance. _With regard to procedhre, a grhat
. deal of work went into examining the children s—reading. half-hour interviews
""Ib- . b ‘ g
; ’ with parents and children; records kept by the children for a week s time of everything :

’ There ire two specific points that ‘I*would like to bring out here. One is , .

they read or heard read aloud; having the children check off on a master, book list
4 of, some 400 titles those books they were familiar with and so on. o ‘

A - . [
o

. £ When all was said'andabne, there was one simple measure among thelmany-that
I used that parallelled all the far more complicated measures Very'closely; and in

~

4

a way told‘the whole story. I pass it on because it was so simple‘and‘direct.

*

> This was Charlotte Huck' s Taking Inventory of Children s Literary Background. Thi’s

e, : )
multiple choice quiz which tests a child 8 knowledge of the content of 60 widely ’ L

* read books, poems and ‘stories was one of the ‘best measures of all in. its correlations

.with all of our other reading measures, and also in its correlation with linguistic

.
.

stage, The higher the Huck score,;the higher in general 4s the child's linguistic '

-
’

)stage in our data. It was an easy and very useful survey. tool! - ) -
. T -, .
As to educatignal rélevante, results such as these do suggest a role that o

co » =

the school might effectively‘play in fostering language development, namely‘reading

‘a A

aloud to children, and enCouraging them to read freely on their cwn. The Jalue of .
. ) Y ~ v N )

-2

* » L A ES

this activity was brougﬁtout.by’a pagticular’ffnding in our data. In general we
“found, as in many studies of language development, that the .correlation between

socioeconomic status '(SES) and linguistic ‘stage was high, ie that children from

higher income families with more highly educated parents were more advanced linguistic-

Fl
*
-

. . y
ally. However, taking the readidg measures into account as well led to a very

»

interesting observation.’ It turned out. that the reading measures®’were very closely

. . v

~

~
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o skipping thern, picking and choosing as we go along. Why shouldﬁ t children be -.

) ;:_i_iii_more.of a difference.. .For our 4th, graders of the same age, 'IQ and SES, ‘those in

W~

~and still quite able to-do so by methgds or . their own, What they need is to be e

*

' o - - - 6
- - » N ~~“ \
tied to SES among our younger children, and less closely tied among the older
» ~ .
children. BY 4th grade the reading measures were somewhat independent of SEa, and .

Y .5 .

at this age it was the readipg measuresg rather than SES, to which linguxstic

-

stage was related. The implication~rs—that‘family background is more of a factor

-

<

when the Chlld 1s youhgé:{\and that as he matures his own activities begin to make

N~

A - <o . Ly

'higher‘liﬁguistic _stages were the ones who read—more widely. This presents a .

- ~
-~

X2
serious chalienge to fhe schools, for it suggests that once a child can read he's .

L4 ¢’ -
.

on his own. His‘linguistic progress from this point on may well reflect what he

does,with his timeﬁ ,-'-_ . - .o o . ’ X
‘ ’ . vy ' ;"‘ LN . . !v'

This observation fits with what we know in terms of language acquisition.

-~ #e N «

Children of elementaty school age are still actively learning their native language,_‘

-

o - . . .

- -~

exposed to a rich variety‘of language inputs in interesting, stimulating situations.

AL 3~ h._-.--..f“ny.‘

‘et -

Ch&]dren who read widely on their oWn supply themselVes with a. hroad range of .

complex“languag inputs,_and our experimental‘results suggest +hat thig 1s bene-

" ficial in term, .f*ianguage.development. Why should!”t the schools play a role )
R U ot .. —
.in fostering th s kind of exvosuré?meL_L: T

- . )

{t It would seem beneficial to read to children all through”elementary school and

N « . ’ .
Ve ar . i -

to encourage them to—read books as complicated as they are willing to tackle.

. CRAES
.l A

ControIled texts and carefully gradedimaterials would seem less ‘to the point than

e

a varfed sampling from children.s literature.e It doesn t: matter if they miss some

- A

of what is in. the book & That is how we. all read after -- slowiqg déwn here, 3

2

expected to do the same? In this way they could derive whst is accessihleeto

them from a wide range of inputs, and- put it to use in their own way._ This approach
e

would seem td\&i\more closely in accord with the -nature of language acquisition as

S




o

ax we are coming to understand -it. ' . .

K - »

* I have met teachers and feading Specialists who prefer to confine children s

- -

reading, in school or for school, to books that they’ themselves haves read, or for
“which a set of‘prepared questions exists which deal with the content of the b%Pk' s

When this “approach. is. challenged, -their Tesponse is "But otherwise how can I be . ‘,

-

f L - suré he actually read the book?" You can' t, of course, and I suggest that it doesn t

'/'
~

matter., Children needn t be held responsible for so much: of their reading, but
\Q

could benefit from being expected to read-independently andrfor pleasure, whetever

- o . . N
- < 7

~their interests take ‘them. . L S
In the long run what the child.needs to learn to do;if he is to grow up .into RS

5

S afreading adult,‘is to read-forfhis own-purposes. Whether it be, for ple?syre,
il - . LL

Lo I

or to find ouﬁ about something, or for whatever reason, it has to be .out of inte cnal R
R I - N s - .
. motivation and not because someone else requires it of him. The sooner he is per= ° -

- At .
o .
‘

‘ mitted to acknowledge the private natuxe of reading, to develop personal tastes ?'

: " :, and judgments and to expect his own interests .to direct his reading activity, ‘ -
- ;“k . ’. the better.- ; ) ) ‘_. o o i' o ) o _ .

: i; N ‘_To &hfﬁ;té‘fh; topic“of;children's early writing, there has been~some‘eitremely
Mﬁ;;“**finteresting work’done de&ﬁribing children of 5 and 6 years "0ld who do not yet read
c.f but who are able to compose words.and messages on their own, in their own invented

3

B Spellings. CharlesLRead‘hasﬁreported in.detail o the_writing produced by some 20

children at homé before they entered school 1'd like to consider the rélation

Lo, ~ 1. a - *

.of this type of early writ1ng to beginning reading, and suggestuthat in children s

-

o - development the ability to write actually precedes the abiltty to read

- ) .. -

Many children of 5 and 6 who do not yet. read, but. who know the letters of the

-

’alphabet and their sounds,»areﬂquite,capable-of composing words, creating their .

a & " em
PO . ®

S ‘ ’own;spellingS«as they. go along."They,use'the Tetters of the alphabet according




to their names, or their sounds if they kmow them,,and=repre9ent wordslas they

hear them, carrying out a splendid~phonetic analysis. The created spellings that'

they produce, though a far cry "from standard spelling, are quite systematic and.
surprisingly udeorm-across children. . This ability of children ‘to invent spellings
and write before they can read and as' they begin to re\ﬁ has ‘S0 fardgone iargely

_unrecognized and untapped in the classroom. I would likefto~recommend'that it be

-encouraged in school as a pre—reading'activity, for the value of the activity in

«

itself, and as an excellent personalized'introduction to the written word. R

What is most interesETng is“that children appear capable of inventing spellings .

Twell before‘they are ready to read. Indeed. the spelling activity precedes reading—‘Wk*
by its very nature. It's a.more concrete tash. It requires translating from |
pronunciation to print‘when, the,word is already known; Reading is more abstract,
in that it requires, as part of translating from prin; to pronunciation, identifying

S

the word, This added component of reading, identifying the word, is out of reach oo,
of many children who are able to spell, sometimes for months, before they move on-_‘h";;
- £l - -~ * ..’

[, . N .
. N €

B /;;gofreadingn - T : ) R '
.: - . 'A N g ' ..

y

v

The inventive speller composes wordeaccording'to their-sounds,‘figuring out

for himself,what comes first, next and so on, He does this for his own purposes
~ as‘a meansfofxself—expression; In this the_speiling.appears to share .some aspects;
of .the activity of drawing a picture. .fhé child who_draws a person, for eiample, is

- -
L e

not trying to match an arbitrary pattern, or to represent what someone else will

- deem correct or,accurate. He works from his own perceptions and‘chooses to put

-

down on paper those features'which in some-sense strike him as wotrthy of represen-
A.“ L R B o ‘ Fl
tation. As he matures he represents increasingly many -of these features and may .

. - . - ~ ’
s —— i,
e ey v -

organize them somewhat differently. o .

. @
i




. This is much the way-it is with the spellings. The child. spells lndependently,
. , . . " ‘?

"making his own decisions. He has no preconceptions of how the word Oughtg§o be
. -~ . Lt

spelled, nor ény expectation thatfthere is a.'right! or a 'wrong" way to do it, -
He spelils creatlyely, according to some combinatlon of what he perceives and what
he considers worthy of representation. ‘He progresses through several stages, hic
early:productions differing in a number of respécts from later oneéﬂ R

'Once_children éet staxted creating their own cpellings, they'can gd,on to

. L
*

write any message atzall. For it is not that they know the spelling} of certain

words. Rather-they possess the means to write any and all=w9rds.;'Ve%x,oftenL
. ‘ PG

- * d P" 3 .
particularly at the start, they cannot read back what they have written, nor are they
— e R . ceh L.
interestéd in doing so. Recognition of words comes ‘later... Jot noW they are con- 1%

. . #h - "9

L

13 . -

cerried with production. . | ' . T . B . 4

L -

‘That the ability to &rite precedes'the ability to read is not a Pew idea.
Montessor1 found.this order of acqulsltlon natural for very young chlldren,,and

taught read1ng through word comp031tlon. Her pupxls were encouraged tb read

. . the1r productlons 1mmed1ately, and learned to do so. Teachers that I havelbeen

worklng with have found kindergarten children much less interested in reading back

L4
» - ’

s
. 7 -~ . -
- - .

what they have uritten than’first graders, who by and large show more competence  «

inureading thelr own productions. - N . |

-~ - u

. Most 1nterest1ng from a llngulstlc p01nt of v1ew is that the chlldren spell
T é : . .
- © not purely phonetically, but with evidence of abstractions in their linguistic

v , . - T . oy . fo.

judgments. From these abstractions a great deal can be léarned about the children's "

v L.
A ce B
v - -
- - .~ . .

developing phonolOgical systems. Furthermore, and even more strlklng, dlfﬁexent ,%ﬁ

- - b L
- . L
s ] o

'chlldren 1ndependently arrive_ at the same’ spelllng systems. Features in,%ne 1h11d s

wrlting that may appear to be idiosynCratlc, turn out on comparlson to be,common

* -6

. _to all the children. Working with'an inadeQuate number of symbols, 26a1etter3~to <

represent all the sounds of English,® the chlldren all work Qut their solutlons to
. ' ]

“m - - - - - -

,this dilemma in much ‘the same.way. It seems that the Chlld who spends°t1me and” .
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.effort figuring out 'his own spellings is not only having fun and being creative.
He4s~getting—valuable practice in phonetics, in dealing with phonological abstrac-

tions, and in the principles of alphabetic»writing. This serves him extremely
? N . AN . - .

well later when he moves on to reading.

>

Children in whom this ability has a -chance to develop often go on -to produce
. a great deal of writing. Depending on age and inclination, they may vary in their
productions from a few sentences to many storiesrto whole books. The duality of

the writing, the spontaneity, and the enthusiasm ‘that children show-all attest

R v .

to the value of free writing for .5 dnd. 6 year olds.

& But what of reading conventional spelling for the child who has been accustomed

to writing words his own way? Interestingly enough it‘appears that conflicts do "

not arise. In fact, fearning to read seems to be con51derably facilitated for the

inventive speller.. These children bring to reading the same assumptions that they

have learned-to»apply ‘to writing!Anamely an dssurance that'itcis something you

.

£

L]

work out for yourself and/a confidence to go ahead.

7 -

v “ ¢ Typicallysthe speller reaches a point;where he -begins to ask about words that'

*he sees aroundAhim. Either he attempts to pronounce them)‘reading them off:phonetically '

in order to identify them, or he asks what they say When'this time‘comes,,such°

rs - ¥ ‘2
. a child seems suddenlytto notice all the print in the world around him -- street
, . - " . §

e

@igns,,food labels; newspaper headlines,fprinting on cartons books, billboards, -

everything. He tries to readfeverything, already having a good foundation in
. ». . . N } & bR
translating from pronunciation to print. If help is provided when he asks for it, -

N - ? .
he maKes out wonderfully well. It is a tremendously exciting time for him. —_—

: é I think that what helps the ¢hild mosttof all when he starts to read is
2 r
his helghtened activity level. Learning to‘read, or at first to identify printed

2~

*

o
-

ar - . .
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“rie,

b

ords,‘surély 1nvolves forming hypotheses about the relatlons, both dlrect and

indirect, ofvspelling to pronunciation, changing these hypotheses as new evidence

is added and eventually arr1v1ng at a system of interpretation that is in accord
w1th the facts. ThlS hypothes1s construction is an active process, able to take
the child far beyond the 'rules' that can be offerred him by the best of patterned,

programmed or 11ngu1stic approgches. The more the child is prepared to do for.

himself, the becter off he is. - ¢ * - . R

My suggestion, then, with only this brief and,inadequate introduction, is

that ohildren be introduced to the written word through writing ratHer than reading,

1f the child spells creatively for a period of time before being expected gfbread, P

“he gains act1ve experlence in the princ1ples of alphabetic representatlon. IW the -~

words of Paulo Freire, he assumeS‘from the beglnnlng the role of creative subhect.
¢
ﬁxsrv1ew of the written word is»of~someth1ng;thab,helongs_tg him, a means of eépressing
.. ] . T T

what he perceives. Written language from the start is systematic and accessiblé to
. T ’ Ty
him, .and he expects to ‘take an active role in deiling with it. When he starts’to'

-4

read, this background and viewpoint very much “affect the nature of the -task.
o . .

. a?iaéet has said 'Qﬁildren have real understanding only of that which they

™
o

. - : . s .
invgnt themselves, and each time we try to.teach them something too quickly, we
- i . ) *

‘keep them from reinventing it themselves.' This insight has an important message

L

for 1earningmto réad. For once you have invented your own spelling - system, dealing

- T

w1th the convent10nal system comes easy. You've got the principle and you've:

.

already done a good bit of the intellectuai work.

Creatrv1tyr then, is the order of the day in .children's handling of language.

' .

¢ - . )
Theit talent, for innovation is a basic one. Our best efforts in teaching might

well be directed téward proyiding a fertile environment in whioh this natural
capacity.can flourish.
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